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The Problem or Declining Enrollment in the Elementary Schools 
of Brown County. 
' For some years past population experts have been calling attention 
to the rapid declines in birth rate throughout the United States and 
advancing the prediction that decreased elementary enrollments will in-
evitably follow . 
It is readily seen that Brown county elementary enrollments have 
passed their peak and that the trend is definitely downward . Figure 1 
shows that enrollment· in rural schools has fallen steadily since 1910, 
while the total enrollment , bolstered by population increases in vil~ 
lage and city (principally Aberdeen) , continued to rise until 1928. 
Since that date the decline has been sharp . The 1940 enrollment of 4863 
pupils represents a drop of 28 .9 percent from the peak enrollment of 
6835 reached in 1928. 
To what extent has the falling birth rate been responsible for 
this decline in elementary enrollments? A comparis.on based t,n figures 
for 1920 and 1940 shows that in the former year there were 25 . 2 births 
per thousand of the population while during the latter year there were 
only 18.9. This means that the birth rate fell off one-fourth over the 
comparatively short period of 20 years . As a natural consequence, each 
passing year has seen a shrinkage in the number of children who arrive 
at school age . The trend has proceeded to the point where high school 
enrollments are beginning to be similarly affected . 
Figure 1 . Elementary Enrollment in Brown Cotmty, 1890-1940. 
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Figure 2. Population Gains and Losses in Brown County by Townships , 1930-194,0. 
Source: Preli.JTlinary releases of 1940 u. s. Census. 
Legend: 
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One additional factor has tended to lower elementary enrollments , This fac-
tor--the loss of population through migration--is reflected in Figure 2, showing 
the extent of population changes in Brown county townships , 1930-40. Population 
losses during the past decade have been heavy and widespread . Aberdeen township 
alone gained in numbers, while several to~nships suffered losses as high as one-
fourth to nearly two-fifths of their 1930 populstion. These losses can be largely 
attributed to migration from rural areas to towns and cities within the county and 
to points outside the county. The second type of movement was especially heavy 
during the decade . 
It is evident that a relationship exists between population losses and the ex-
tent of enrollment declines . Five townships which suffered the hea~iestpercentage 
losses in population , 1930-40 , experieneed enrollment declines of 56 .7 percent , 
while the enrollment drop in five townships showing the least tendency toward pop-
ulation decline was only 15 .9 percent. Yet the fact that enrollments dwindled even 
in Aberdeen township, which showed a 22 percent population increase (see Figure J), 
indicates the existence of other factors . It appears that ,although migration is 
a strong contributing factor , the falling off of the birth rate has been the chief 
force in bringing about elementary enrollment declines . 
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Fi re 3. Elementar Enrollment in Brown County School Districts 1920 1930 1940, 
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* Aberdeen totals do not include enrollment in private and parochial schools. 
** Enrollment for Columbia Independent District includes eight pupils attending 
a rural school operated by the independent district. 
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In 1940, 117 rural schools were operating in 60 common districts and 
one independent district of Brown county . Seventeen additional common dis-
tricts had no school in operation that year . Nine independent and two 
consolidated districts were operating within the county. The prevailing 
type of school district organization is the large township plan; although 
there is some departure from this pattern, especia1ly in the southern part 
of the county, 
Figure 3 shows the total elementary enrollment in each of the Brown 
county districts for 1920, 1930 and 1940. A general downward movement is 
clearly in evidence, with declines reaching drastic proportions in a number 
of districts . It is to be noted that independent &nd consolidated enroll-
ments have shared in the widespread decline, especially after 1930 . Between 
1930 and 1940 the total enrollment in public and ;->arochial schools of Aber-
deen dropped off 5.4 :,>ercent despite a population increase during the per-
iod of 2. 8 percent . 
Of extreme importance is the fact that 45 schools had closed by 1940 
(see Figure 4) . This indicates forcefully the seriousness of the declining 
enrollment problem. Thirteen other schools were operating with only five 
or fewer pupils in 1940, while well over half of all schools enrolled ten 
or fewer pupils* . This would indicate that enrollments in a number of 
schools are shrinking to the point where continued operation is hardly 
justified, and points to the early closing of more school! . 
* 66 of the 117 common schools in 1940 enrolled 10 or fewer pupils . 
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Figure 4. Elementary Enrollment and Cost Per Pupil* in Brown County Schools, 1940. 
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The instructional costs of operating common schools of Brown 
county ranged from i30 per pupil in Ili talo school,. District No . 30 , 
with 21 pupils enrolled , to $160 in Garden View School , District 
36-4, which school enrolled but three pupils . In general the smaller 
the school the creater is the per pupil cost . The total costs for 
educating 60 pupils in the 13 smallest schools were almost one-half 
as large as those f or furnishing instruction to 440 pupils in the 
19 largest schools . The per pupil cost for the first named group of 
schools were 400 percent higher than those for the latter . The per 
pupil costs for schools enrolling 6 to 10 pupils was $75 . 28 , which 
was likewise well above the average for all schools--$58 . 59 . 
In the light of these figures it appears that operation of 
schools for 10 or fewer pupils is excessively expensive on a cost 
per pupil basis . 
Table I . · Instructional Costs per Pupil According to Size of School , 
Brown County, 1940 . 
Size of School Number of Schools 
Total 117 
5 or fewer pupils 13 
6 - 10 53 
11 - 15 32 
16 or more 19 
Number of Total Cost 
Pupils 
1323 
60 
425 
398 
440 
$77, 519 . 50 
7,657 . 50 
31 ,995 .00 
20,828 .00 
17,039 .00 
Average Cost 
Per Pupil 
$ 58 . 59 
127 .6.3 
75 ,28 
52 .33 
38. 72 
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Figure 5. Per Pupil Costs in Two Brown County Districts before and 
(Dollars) after Closing of One School in Each. 200.-----------------,----------------1 
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In 1930-39, District No. 31 (Liberty)o,erated five schools with 
a combined enrollment of 53 pupils. The total exnenditures for the 
district that year amounted to ~5583.90, or $105.35 per pupil. One 
school was closed the following yee.r and the 49 pupils were sent 
to the four remaining schools. The total costs that year(1939-40) 
were ~~3874.20, with the per pupil cost reduced to ~~79.02. 
One school was operated in District No. 24-2 (East Gem) during 
1932-39 with an enrollment of only five pupils. Since total costs 
were C,996.63, th~.s r.-ieant a per pupil exr,enditure of .,'199.38. The 
number of pupils within the district hac. fallen to three by 1939-40, 
so the district closed its school and sent the remainine pupils as 
tuition students to adjacent districts. This action lov:ered the 
total expenditures for education to (~354.05, or Cll8.02 per pupil. 
Since it would have cost ap~roximately as much to operate the school 
for three pupils in 1939-40 as it had cost for five the preceding 
year, the closinr of the school actually meant a saving of $641: 88 
to the district. 
In general it seems advisable to close a school when enroll-
ment drops to five or fewer pupils. 
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Source: Records of High School Superintendents . 
Where do farm youths of Brown county attend high school? Figure 6 shows 
the areas served by high schools in 14 villages and cities within or adjacent 
to Brown county, along with the number of students drawn from each school dis-
trict. Since the costs of operating their own high schools are obviousl7 pro-
hibitive , common districts avail themselves or the high school facilities 
which are found in city and village . To these centers high school students-
numbering over 500 in 1940--are sent , with the home district paying tuition 
costs as provided by the state law of 1921 . 
This method of handling the high school situation offers.a possible ulti-
mate solution to the problem of declining elementary enrollments . Why could 
the elementary enrollments not be handled in a similar manner? It has been 
seen that the costs of operating elementary schools has become prohibitive in 
a number of districts . To close the common school or schools and to send the 
remaining pupils to village or city elementary schools would not only result 
in savings to the district , but would also provide enriched educational oppor-
tunities for farm children , As an immediate suggestion for areas somewhat re-
moved from village or city centers , it is recommended that schools continue to 
be closed when enrollments drop to five pupils or fewer , with the remaining 
pupils being sent to the nearest common school still in operation. In the . 
case or township districts , one school mieht be retained at the center of the 
g!strict to serve the needs of the entire district , 
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Figure 7 . Highway System in Brown County, 1940 . 
·------·=-::-_:~ .. . 
!~ ··-OIBl:--
1 
I 
1--
Source: 
·-~ 
Legend: _..,. 
arnard 
_:-_:~.:.:(IQ}-= I 
As may be seen i~ Figure 7 , improved roads are found in all 
parts of Brown county. The automobile and good roads have made 
it easy for the farmer, wherever he might live, to reech his n~ar-
est village center, as well as the city of Aberdeen. This feature 
has had far-reaching effects upon rural life in Brown county. 
Many functions formerly performed by open-country institutions 
have been shifted to the trade center . The farmer goes to the Til-
lage or city to buy r,roceries, clothing and other necessities; to 
sell his produce ; to attend church; and to tc.ke part in social and 
recreational uctivities . It hes been noted thnt he also sends his 
sons and daughters to the village or city high school . In view of 
the increased tendency for functions to be centralized in the trade 
center, the time may be near at hand when the farmer 's younger 
children will receive their instruction in the village or city ele-
mentary schools . 
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A schoolboard confronted with the problem of declining enroll-
ments should study its local situation carefully before taking 
action. The four plans listed below have been tested either 
in South Dakota or in other states and have been found practi-
cal.. The first alternative may be applied as a temporary 
measure until such time as further action is advisable, but 
the last three suggested plans call for more or less permanent 
r~organization of the prevailing district system. 
I Cooperating with nearby rure.1 schools I 
Keep the present rural district intact, but close the 
school, or schools, when enrollment drops to five or 
fewer pupils. Send the remaining pupils to the near-
est rural school in which satisfactory arrangements 
ca.n be made, with the district payine transportation 
costs when the distance exceeds four niles, and tui-
tion when the school to which the pupils are trans-
ported is located outside the home district. 
ITuition pupils to town schools I 
Close the rural school and send the remaining pupils 
as tuition students to the nearest independent school. 
This plan besides being less expensive than maintain-
ing several small schools, has the further advantage 
of giving farm children greater educational opportun-
ities than is possible in the small one-room school. 
It is essentially the same method which has been sµc-
cessfully used in handling the high school situation. 
!County-wide district plan I 
Reorganize the rural school system on a county-wide 
district basi~ giving the county school board author-
ity to discontinue small schools whenever it is· 
advisable, and to determine the location of larger 
centralized schools within the county. 
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* I Consolidation I * * 
* Incorporate several small districts into a consoli- * 
* dated eistrict, being certain to include an area * 
* large enough to insure an adequate number of pupils * 
* and a sufficient base for ,support. * 
* * 
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
